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Medicine mite 


Used in over 50 formulations, the red mite of Chhattisgarh might be heading for extinction 
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Medicine mite 


As the monsoon arrives in Chhattisgarh, people 





living along the state's rivers start looking for the red velvet mite (Trombidium 


species). A tiny insect found in the wastelands, the red mite is prized as a source of 
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medicine and sold as such in far off Benaras and other cities across North India. 


Trombidium is known by various Indian names: rani keeda in Chhattisgarh, sadhav 
bavin Orissa and bhagvan ki budhiya in many parts of North India. Even ancient 
Sanskrit literature contains references to a species called birbahutti; going by the 


description, this seems to be the red velvet mite. 


Its significance lies, really, in its special place in different systems of medicine in 
India, especially the Unani school. It's used as a main ingredient in over 50 
formulations. Homeopathic healers also prescribe a trombidium preparation to treat 
diarrhoea. In Chhattisgarh, traditional healers prepare herbal oils for paralysis 
treatment. The mite is also used as a tonic for new mothers. It's also a popular 


aphrodisiac that used to be gifted to newly-weds in this region at one time. 


A lucrative source For villagers in the state, collecting and selling red mites is good 
business, though for a few weeks only. Starting at 50 paise to one rupee per kilogram 
(kg) at source, the price goes up to several thousand rupees per kg in the national 
market, with medicinal formulations costing even more. Of course, the primary 
collectors are quite unaware of its end price. They also have very little idea of the 


huge demand for the mite. 


Despite the importance of this species, not much work has been done on it. 
Information on its medicinal uses is also limited to traditional healers. But some 


researchers are now trying to study its life cycle in the laboratory, based on the 
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premise that trombidium sp. appears over ground when it's ready to lay eggs. 
Interestingly, the mite is very sensitive to its environment. In fact, I've noticed that 
during total solar eclipses, it shows a special response. There is a possibility that it 


could also be monitored to predict earthquakes. 


With its unique defence system and bright red colour, the velvet mite has found it 
possible to steer clear of predators. The real threat to this beautiful and useful 
creature, comes ironically not from nature but from growing urbanisation around its 
habitat and over-exploitation by the drug trade. So much so that even traditional 


healers have now begun to advocate judicious use. 


Their concern is not misplaced, given the fact that red mites have been declining in 
both Chhattisgarh and Orissa. As multinational companies, who see many 
opportunities in traditional Chhatisgarhi medicine systems, begin to enter the 
market, the pace of decline will only accelerate. It is to be hoped that the authorities 
will step in and do something to conserve the red mite. Perhaps declaring it as the 


state mite could save it from a premature extinction. 
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Pill poppers beware 


Indiscriminate antibiotic use has created drug resistance in harmful bacteria 
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Pill poppers beware 


The contribution of antibiotics in enhancing the quality of human life is 





well known. However, there is now growing evidence that these drugs cause 
substantial harm. Researchers in many parts of the world have found that a large 


amount of antibiotics, used by humans and administered to animals, is excreted out. 
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They then get mixed with soil and create conditions that favour emergence of 


antibiotic-resistant bacteria. 


How does it happen? Many of us have a propensity to pop antibiotics for trifle 
infections. These drugs are also administered to animals, sometimes even to 
promote their growth. Such indiscriminate use leads to the annihilation of 
numerous harmless bacteria, present in our bodies. These bacteria, in fact, protect 
us from invasion by numerous pathogens. They also suppress antibiotic-resistant 
bacteria, which are present in small numbers in our bodies. But antibiotics kill or 
suppress the growth of such useful microorganisms. Consequently, antibiotic- 
resistant bacteria get all opportunities to thrive. These pathogens can actually play 
havoc with people with low immunity. Antibiotic-resistant bacteria can also transfer 
copies of resistance-conferring genes to antibiotic-sensitive bacteria and make these 


microorganisms antibiotic-resistant. 


Much the same happens in nature. Soils comprise a mixed bacterial population. 
Most of these microorganisms are actually quite beneficial for life. But antibiotics, 
dumped by humans and excreted by animals play havoc with the soil's bacterial 
population. They kill --or suppress -- the harmless bacteria. As a result, antibiotic- 
resistant bacteria multiply in soil. These microorganisms are even washed away by 
rains to streams and other water bodies. They subsequently make their way into 
bodies of fish and other marine creatures. These creatures are quite likely to transfer 
the antibiotic-resistant bacteria back to humans, if they are not properly washed 


before cooking. 
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The problem is acute In 2003, researchers of the Nouzilly, France-based Institut 
National de la Recherche Agronomique isolated a multi-drug-resistant strain of 
Salmonella enterica -- a common bacterium -- from fish samples imported to France 
from Thailand. In a similar investigation, 103 bacterial strains, obtained from 
freshwater salmon farms in Chile, were found to be resistant to oxytetracycline, 


amoxicillin, ampicillin, erythromycin and furazolidone. 


The problem has also become quite common in India. Some time back, researchers 
of the Calcutta School of Tropical Medicine, Kolkata, isolated an antibiotic-resistant 
sample of the bacterium, Proteus vulgaris . The bacteriium, detected in external 
ulcers of fish, was resistant to streptomycin, chloramphenicol and tetracycline. 
Similarly, 319 strains of the water bacterium, Aeromonas hydrophila, isolated from 
fish and prawns, were found to be methicillin and rifampicin-resistant by 


researchers of Bharathiar University, Coimbatore, Tamil Nadu. 


Use of antibiotics to treat bacterial infections in fish also contributes to the 
emergence of antibiotic-resistant bacteria in these creatures. These bacteria retain 
their characteristics well after the treatment is withdrawn, making fish consumers 


quite susceptible. 


Even agriculture isn't spared Bacteria found in fruits and vegetables have also shown 
increasing propensity to antibiotic resistance. That's not surprising since antibiotics 


are used in agriculture, as well. A couple of years back, researchers from G N Khalsa 
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College, Mumbai, found antibiotic-resistant bacteria in 120 raw vegetables and fruit 
samples. Similarly in 2004, researchers of the North Carolina State University, usa , 


found antibiotic resistant bacteria in vegetable samples collected from southwest us. 


Scientists apprehend that the problem of antibiotic-resistance can take us back to 
the pre-antibiotic era. Restriction on application of antibiotics, meant for human 
use, in agriculture is the need of the hour. Also, we need not pop antibiotics for 


trivial maladies. 


M K Chattopadhyay is with the Centre for Cellular and Molecular Biology, 
Hyderabad, Andhra Pradesh 
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Down To Earth is a product of our commitment to make changes in the way we manage our environment, protect health and secure livelihoods and economic security for all. We believe 
strongly that we can and must do things differently. Our aim is to bring you news, perspectives and knowledge to prepare you to change the world. We believe information is a powerful 


driver for the new tomorrow. 
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